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By Leigh Gauthier Savage

AFTER HOURS
Students in Furman’s evening program may not be ‘traditional’ undergraduates,
but their goals and objectives are the same.

A

Leonardo Rothenberger teaches international business
classes in the Undergraduate Evening Studies program.
Photos by Jeremy Fleming.

fter high school Regina Ellison was
thrilled to enroll at Furman, but she
wasn’t able to return after her freshman year.
For the next 24 years she raised a family,
built a successful career in health care management, and enjoyed a happy life. Yet she couldn’t
shake the feeling that something was missing.
Two years ago, as she helped her son M.J.,
now 18, register to take the SAT, she arrived
at the section on parents’ education with a sense
of dread. She hated having to check the box
next to “some college.” She shared this with her
son, who simply asked, “Why don’t you finish?”
She realized he had a point. And thanks
to Furman’s Undergraduate Evening Studies
program and two years of intense work, Ellison
was set to graduate with honors on May 8.
“Since 1986 I’ve walked around this campus, back to when my kids were in strollers, and
I used to think, this is my school, this is where
I’m supposed to be,” she says. “So I’m doing
somersaults.”
The Undergraduate Evening Studies program at Furman allows people who work full time
or have other responsibilities to earn their college
degree in business or accounting, but at a lower
cost and with a flexible schedule.
“When we started 50 years ago, one of
the major tenets was to make it affordable for
non-traditional professional students,” says
Brett Barclay, assistant director of continuing
education who is in his third year of directing
the UES program. As education costs rise
nationwide, Furman has managed to keep costs
down — about a third less than for traditional
day students — while providing a top-quality
education.
Undergraduate Evening Studies at Furman
had 198 students in 2009-10, up from 127 three
years ago. While interest is high, Barclay wants
to control growth to make sure accepted students
meet university standards. Of the approximately
200 prospective students he talks with per
semester, only about 20 are typically admitted.

“Our retention and graduation rates are
higher than schools throughout the country and
region,” he says — 94 percent versus the national
average of around 50 percent. “We admit only
those we think will graduate and stay long term.
We want to see that prospective students can
manage the relationship between work and
school at the same time.”
Barclay says that UES students have a number of priorities. About 70 percent are happy
with their career paths but need a college degree
to advance in
their companies.
Others may need
prerequisites for
an MBA program
or a certain
number of hours
to sit for a CPA
exam. And some
simply want to
broaden their
horizons.
In line with
Furman’s day
undergraduates,
evening students
follow a rigorous liberal arts curriculum. Ray
Hathaway, who graduated from the evening
program in 1999, appreciated the liberal arts
focus while earning his business degree over
the course of eight years. “I liked the business
courses, but I remember the religion, philosophy
and literature courses,” he says. “It was a nice
mix.”
Hathaway graduated from high school
in 1968 and joined the Air Force. Afterward
he attended college for a year but, married
and with a child, he needed to focus on other
responsibilities and didn’t have time to get a
degree.
He went to work for IBM, starting in
computer repairs before moving to software
support and sales. “I worked my way into those

positions,” he says. “But if I’d had to apply,
I wouldn’t have been considered because I didn’t
have a degree.”
After moving to Travelers Rest, he fell in
love with the Furman campus, often taking his
kids to the lake for picnics and stopping by after
work to go running. One day he told his wife,
“I would love to go to Furman and get a degree.
That would be a dream.” She replied, “Why
don’t you do that?”
So he did — and wound up throwing a big

party at the end of his eight-year educational
adventure. He and some classmates started
a banquet just for UES graduates in which they
thanked the family members and friends who
were instrumental in their success.
“I had to thank my wife for her support
while I was writing papers and spending weekends in the library,” he says. At the banquet,
now a UES tradition, participants talk about
their ups and downs — births, deaths, marriages
and “the struggles of achieving this dream.”
Hathaway is now retired, but he continues
to value his Furman degree. Thanks to his
liberal arts classes, he says, “I find myself seeing
connections. I have a richer life than if I hadn’t
gone to Furman, I know that for sure.”
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Ray Hathaway, who earned
his business degree over the
course of eight years, says
he appreciated the UES
program’s liberal arts focus.

he curriculum in the evening program
mirrors that of the day program, with
slight differences in the mathematics and
foreign language requirements. In addition,
evening students are not required to complete the Cultural Life Program, although
many choose to attend university performances and events. As Regina Ellison
says, “It’s just wonderful to be a part of the
campus. I’ve been attending arts and music
programs at Furman since 1986.”
Staff and professors have found that
while evening students have very different
lives than day students, they share some
similarities. The average age of evening
students is currently about 30, down from
33 three years ago. The fastest growing age
group in the program is 25 to 29.
“I think it’s a sign of the times,” Barclay
says, pointing out that because of today’s
difficult economic climate, many young
people are discovering they need to bolster
their education to get ahead.
Accounting is an increasingly popular
major because it is viewed as a steady career
that has been less affected by the recession
than other professions. Barclay says about
three-fifths of Furman’s UES students are
accounting majors. “The kicker is, the
accounting major is very difficult,” he says,
“so we are cautious about whom we admit
into accounting.”
Bill Ellis, a 1998 UES graduate who
has taught accounting in the day and
evening programs, says both populations
are “exceptionally bright and motivated,”
but points out that evening students bring
more life experiences to the classroom.

“I encourage the sharing of examples,”
Ellis says. “We do a lot of that in the
evening.” Although day students tend
to learn skills and ideas that they can apply
once they embark on a career, evening
students put theory into practice each day
— and bring the results back to class.
Brad Bechtold, head of continuing
education at Furman, points to studies
showing that adult students “want to be
engaged, to be part of the discussion. They
want to apply information to their lives in
tangible ways.”
Hathaway agrees that adult students
may respond to ideas differently than
younger students who have never
worked full time. “When you don’t have
experience, you may take what you hear as
the way it is,” he says. “But night students
don’t mind arguing with professors.”
Another trait evening students share
is determination. Eighty-nine percent of the
students have full-time jobs, and many have
children or other family responsibilities.
As a result, Barclay says, they have
clearly defined goals and objectives. “I’m
convinced that understanding what they are
getting involved with from the start gives
them the motivation they need to finish.
I don’t have the hard and fast data, but they
know what pitfalls and challenges they face,
they accept that it’s not going to be an easy
road, and they have the tenacity,” he says.
Ellis agrees. “The students are so
capable, and they’ll sacrifice a lot to improve
their careers,” he says. “There is an incredible motivation with students in our program. They are on a mission.”

C

hristian Habegger, who graduated in
2007, found that his life experiences
gave him the focus and motivation he didn’t
have in his younger years.
After high school Habegger attended
several different universities before finally
deciding he didn’t need a degree. For a
while he ran a business with a friend, then
began bartending at the high-end Cliffs
Communities in northwestern Greenville
County while contemplating his next move.
Talking with Cliffs residents helped him
realize he needed to finish his education.
“These people were where I wanted to
be,” he says. “So I swallowed my pride and
looked around to see what my options were.”
Married, with bills piling up, he needed
a program that would fit his schedule but
also offered name recognition and prestige.
He says he found both at Furman.
He started in 2004 and three years
later had a degree with a double major
in accounting and business. Now an
accountant at Cherry Bekaert & Holland
in Greenville, he says that by the time he
started at Furman, “I had figured out what
I wanted to do, and I was a lot more focused
on my goals. In my teens and early 20s,
I didn’t know what I wanted to be.”
Habegger also noticed that his fellow
students were equally focused. “When you
are paying for it yourself, or your company
is paying, you learn that you don’t want to
waste your money,” he says.
As with students in the day program,
the recent recession has made it more
difficult for some to fund their studies.
According to Barclay, half the companies

that once reimbursed employees for their
coursework have dropped that benefit,
and some students have lost their jobs.
But in some ways the downturn has
made many UES students even more
motivated to increase their job security.
Barclay works with those who need help
with funding. “Some take two classes
instead of three, and some are taking
on debt, but we haven’t lost one student
as a result of economic issues,” he says.
Bechtold, a 1988 day program
graduate who joined the Furman staff
in 2001, says he is pleased with the
direction of Undergraduate Evening
Studies.
“We want students who can
accomplish the quality of work that is
expected of a Furman student,” he says.
“We’re offering the same liberal arts
education that prepares them for broad
thinking and the ability to write and
synthesize information in intelligent
ways. The constituents may be different
from traditional day students, but the
mission and objectives are the same.”
UES graduates agree that while
they may take longer to complete their
education, the feeling of accomplishment
is just as sweet, as are the benefits that
come with receiving a Furman degree.
“I’m not a Furman grad with an
asterisk,” Ray Hathaway says proudly.
“I’m a real one.” |F|
The author, a 1994 Furman graduate,
is a freelance writer in Simpsonville, S.C.

With the encouragement of
her son, M.J., Regina Ellison
decided to return to Furman
at night. She graduated this
spring.
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